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# Chapter One: The Light Is Different Here

The plane dropped through cloud cover somewhere over the peninsula and Yara Hendricks did what she always did when entering a new field site: she catalogued.

Water temperature below, she knew without looking - the Benguela Current upwelling cold from the south Atlantic, keeping the Cape coast at fourteen, fifteen degrees even in high summer, colder in winter. July meant the southern right whales would be moving through False Bay in numbers, the females heavy with calves or heavy with the season, and the acoustic conditions would be excellent - cold water carrying sound better than warm, the whales finding each other across distances that would seem impossible to any animal that lived its whole life above the surface.

She was thinking about the whales. She was not thinking about anything else.

The descent continued. Cloud and then the edge of cloud and then, sudden and unreasonable, the peninsula below: the mountain, the city folded at its base, the two oceans meeting at the southern tip. She had done this descent thirty-one times in her career - this was her forty-fourth coastal research site, she had counted - and she knew the view precisely, had described it in a grant application once as *topographically dramatic, rendering reliable landmarks for navigational reference*. Her supervisor at the time had called this the least romantic description of Table Mountain ever committed to scientific writing.

She had not corrected him, because the point of the grant application was not to be romantic about the mountain.

The mountain was not doing anything dramatic. It was simply there, the way it always was, with the tablecloth of cloud pouring over its flat edge and dissolving in the warmer air below. She tracked it as the plane banked. The city spread around the mountain's base like something the mountain had permitted. The bay caught the July light and held it in a way that was, technically, the result of particular water turbidity and atmospheric conditions at this latitude, and which she was not going to call beautiful because she was keeping her professional register firmly in place.

She almost managed it.
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Cape Town International was smaller than she remembered, or she had expanded. Both were possible. She walked through arrivals with her research bag over one shoulder and a pelican case of hydrophone equipment in her other hand - she didn't trust checked luggage with anything that couldn't be replaced in the southern hemisphere on short notice, which was most of what mattered - and the airport smelled of rooibos from a coffee stand near the baggage claim and she thought: *there it is.* The specific smell of returning.

Her grandmother had made rooibos every morning in the Bo-Kaap house, in a pot on the stove, the way her grandmother's generation did it. Not bags. The loose red tea simmering until the kitchen was full of it. Yara was six the first time she came to Cape Town, fourteen the last time before her grandmother died, twenty-three the first time she came back for work and stood in the Bo-Kaap neighborhood looking at the painted houses and tried to work out where the grief had been stored.

She cleared customs. She found the taxi rank. The driver was a man of about sixty who said *lekker dag* and she said *ja, dankie* and he looked at her with pleasant surprise and switched to Afrikaans, and she followed him easily. Her mother's language, her grandmother's language, the language she'd spoken with her grandmother on school holidays between the Netherlands and the Cape - she'd lost the fluency of childhood but it was still there, underneath, returning when the context asked for it.

The taxi pulled onto the N2. Ahead, Table Mountain.

She looked at it for exactly as long as was reasonable and then she looked at her phone.
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Seventy-two unread messages. The research team protocol from Amara Diallo. A reminder about the Cape Town institute registration. Her mother asking whether she'd landed. Two emails from the Groningen department. A conference abstract deadline she'd forgotten. A message from her colleague Sven with a dataset attached and a note that said *for the plane, sorry, I know.*

She scrolled past all of them because her eye had gone - without instruction, without her permission - directly to a name she'd been carrying in her contacts for six years.

*Daniel Pretorius.*

The message had been sent two days ago, while she was still in the Netherlands, packing equipment and telling herself the survey was the whole point.

*I heard you're back. Kirstenbosch hasn't changed. Well - it has. I'll show you, if you want.*

Thirteen words. She counted them. This was the problem with Daniel Pretorius, the specific and recurring problem that she had been managing, with considerable professional competence, for six years: he was precise. Not careful in the way of someone choosing safe language - precise in the way of someone who says exactly the right amount and trusts the rest to travel.

*I heard you're back.* He knew. He'd heard from somewhere, from someone, from the Cape Town research community that was smaller than it seemed and more networked than it appeared from the outside. She had not told him she was coming. She had not not-told him, either. She had kept the information in a compartment labeled *professional* and let it sit there.

*Kirstenbosch hasn't changed. Well - it has.* Accurate. Honest about the accuracy. A small performance of contradiction that was not actually a contradiction - the garden changes constantly and yet maintains itself as the garden, the way the mountain changes in weather and season and maintains itself as the mountain.

*I'll show you, if you want.* The door left open. The exit constructed and offered, the way Daniel always constructed exits. She had noticed this about him six years ago, the care with which he left her all the outs, as though he was aware that she needed them and was going to provide them regardless of the cost to himself.

The taxi was moving through the southern suburbs now. She recognized the road, the quality of the light on the houses, the mountain shifting angle as they drove. Her body was doing something she would not call nerves because she was thirty-three and a trained scientist and she had been in field conditions that made Cape Town look like a controlled laboratory, and her body did not register nerves about thirteen words from a botanist.

She composed three replies in her head. The first was: *I'll be in touch once I'm settled.* Professional, appropriately warm, non-committal. The second was: *Wednesday?* Efficient. The third was: *Same number. Good sign.* This was the one she couldn't quite account for - it was neither professional nor particularly direct; it was something else, something adjacent to the thing she was not thinking about, and she sent it before she could compose a fourth option.

She sent it. She watched the send confirmation. She put her phone face-down on her knee and looked at the mountain for the rest of the drive.
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The hotel was at the V&A Waterfront, which was a practical choice: close to the harbor where the research vessel launched, walking distance from the research institute's Cape Town office, immediate access to the waterfront running routes she used to keep field-ready. She had booked it for practical reasons. She had also booked a room on the water-facing side.

The room had a view of the harbor and, beyond it, Robben Island. She stood at the window for a moment after the porter left, looking at the flat island on the grey-blue water, the mountain behind her reflected faintly in the window glass so that the room seemed to contain both.

She unpacked methodically. Clothes in the wardrobe. Research equipment arranged on the desk in order of use frequency - the hydrophone interface unit, the portable recording rig, the laptop and its peripherals. She tested the hydrophone connections even though she'd tested them in Groningen before packing and again at the transit airport at Doha. The connections were fine. She tested them anyway.

The research schedule from Amara was thorough to the point of aggressive. Dr. Amara Diallo ran surveys the way Yara imagined architects designed bridges - with rigorous redundancy, every component load-tested, nothing assumed, nothing decorative. The schedule covered six weeks: survey protocols, daily deployment windows, data processing rotations, equipment maintenance, a weekly team debrief, and a series of shore-based observation sessions at sites along the coast where historical calving data suggested good positions for acoustic monitoring without boat disturbance.

Yara had met Amara once, at a conference in Bergen two years ago, and the meeting had lasted four hours - two of them planned, two of them running over because Amara had identified a gap in Yara's frequency analysis methodology and said so with such direct accuracy that Yara had needed a moment to work out whether she was being criticized or complimented. Both, she'd concluded. She liked Amara immediately.

Pieter Smit she knew from a brief correspondence about the Cape Peninsula acoustic survey conditions - he was the local marine biologist, fifty-one, born in Cape Town, worked the bay for two decades. He knew the whale population the way Daniel knew the garden: not as data but as a long acquaintance, the accumulation of seasons and individuals into something that functioned like familiarity.

She read the schedule twice. She opened the dataset Sven had sent. She transcribed three lines of data before she realized she was not actually reading the data; she was looking at her phone.

His reply had come forty minutes after she'd sent *Same number. Good sign.*

*More than one.*

She sat with this for a while. *More than one.* More than one good sign. More than one number that mattered. More than one reason she was here, which she had been vigorously not examining.

She put the phone down again and went to the window.

—-
[image: ]


In the evening she walked. This was standard practice in new field sites - she always walked the environment before beginning work, building a physical map she could carry in her body rather than just her memory. The Waterfront at dusk had a particular Cape Town quality: the harbor working at the edges, the tourist center lit and busy, and everywhere above and behind the city the mountain going pink and then dark.

The light was doing the thing. The low July sun angled across the water and caught the spray from the harbor entrance and the mountain's face was lit in the specific amber that she had not seen replicated anywhere in eleven years of coastal fieldwork. Tromsø had its own light. The Azores had their own light. The Cook Islands and the Antarctic and the Gulf of California all had their own light. Cape Town's light at late afternoon was its own thing and was not comparable to any of them.

She stood at a railing above the water and allowed herself to look at it.

The harbor was a working harbor still, at its edges - she could see the commercial fishing vessels at the outer berths, the Cape cormorants on the rocks at the base of the sea wall, a pair of African penguins (she looked twice to confirm: *Spheniscus demersus*, small colony, not unusual at the Waterfront) bobbing in the calmer water inside the breakwall. The smell was right: salt and diesel and something green from the mountain slopes above. She filled her lungs with it.

Her grandmother had brought her here every school holiday for nine years. They had walked the Bo-Kaap and they had walked the Company's Garden and they had taken the cable car up the mountain and they had eaten koeksisters from a stall in the market that her grandmother called the best koeksisters outside of her mother's kitchen, which was the first time Yara had understood that the history of things was always longer than you could see.

She was here now without her grandmother, which was always how she was here now, and the city was both smaller and larger for the absence: smaller because the specific familiarity her grandmother carried was gone, larger because the city itself remained, unchanged in its essential geography, the mountain and the bay arranging themselves around each other with the same unconcerned permanence.

She thought about her grandmother's specific way of being here. The older woman had been both: rooted and expansive, Dutch-born and Cape-absorbed, the two identities not in conflict but both present, both real. She had arrived in Cape Town as a young woman, married, stayed. She had never found the staying to be a limitation. She had found it to be the ground from which everything else was reached.

Yara had spent eleven years trying to build a life that was entirely self-sufficient - the mobile career, the absence of anyone specific in any specific place. She had been constructing independence so carefully that she had built it as something that didn't require any input at all. She had been, she was beginning to think, building the wrong kind of structure. Her grandmother would have had an opinion about this. She would have said it gently and would have been right.

She thought about the whales in the bay she couldn't see from here - False Bay was on the other side of the peninsula, she'd have to go through the city or around the mountain to reach it. But they were there: the southern rights moving through, the females with calves sounding in the cold water, the males beginning their competitive behaviors, the whole intricate social pattern of a healthy recovering population. In the 1930s the southern right population along the South African coast had been reduced to perhaps fifty individuals. Now there were more than three thousand. She thought about this sometimes when the rest of the news about cetacean conservation was bad, which it frequently was. Three thousand from fifty. It was possible.

Her phone lit up in her pocket. She expected Amara. It was Daniel.

*More than one. Have you eaten?*

She blinked at this. The question was so ordinary and yet so specific - he was asking if she'd eaten, which was a question about the immediate present and also a question about whether she needed anything and also, possibly, a question she couldn't quite fully read from this distance.

She typed: *Not yet. Just walking.*

His reply: *The seafood place on the eastern jetty is still good. The rooibos milkshake at the kiosk near the penguins is not a joke, it's excellent.*

She looked toward the penguin area. There was, she now saw, a small kiosk. She went to it and ordered the rooibos milkshake out of principle and because she wanted to, and stood at the railing drinking it and looking at the penguins and thinking about Daniel Pretorius at Kirstenbosch knowing the correct kiosk at the Waterfront and sending her there as casually as breathing.

The milkshake was excellent. She texted him: *Confirmed.*

He sent back a single letter: *Good.*

She finished the milkshake. She walked back along the harbor as the last of the light failed and the mountain became a silhouette against the darkening sky, its edges familiar as a signature, the tablecloth gone now and the rock face clean. She found the seafood restaurant and ate alone and read through the research protocol and wrote herself a note about the acoustic monitoring positions and let herself be, just briefly, in the full unmediated fact of being back.
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She was in the hotel room by nine. She read through the research schedule one more time. She answered Amara's email. She texted her mother: *Landed. Good. Mountain is fine.*

Her mother replied: *Of course it is. Sleep.*

She laid the phone on the nightstand and lay in the dark and tried not to think too specifically about tomorrow, or Wednesday, or the geometry of six weeks in a city that was both the right place for the research and, increasingly, the right place for something else she was not yet prepared to name.

The city outside was quiet in the way of harbor cities - never fully quiet, the water-sound and the distant marine radio and the night shift of the working port creating an ambient layer that was actually conducive to sleep, she found, in the way that total silence was not. She had slept on research vessels off the Norwegian coast and the Azorean shelf and the Antarctic peninsula and the sound of a working harbor was familiar enough to be restful.

She slept. She dreamed of the Kirstenbosch concert - the open-air amphitheater she'd been to once, six years ago, and the mountain dark above it and the music rising into the night air and someone beside her whose voice she could hear clearly in the dream saying something she couldn't quite make out.

She woke at 4:30. Old habit. Research mornings started early.

She lay there for a moment in the grey pre-dawn of the hotel room, the harbor sounds coming up from below, and thought: *forty-fourth field site. This one counts.*

Then she got up and started the day.
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*More than one,* his message said. She'd read it eleven times. She knew it was eleven because she was a scientist and she counted things.

She made tea from the hotel kettle - rooibos, which the hotel had stocked, which she chose to take as a good sign without examining the choice too closely - and stood at the window in the grey early light. The harbor below was already stirring: a fishing vessel heading out through the breakwall, a pair of harbour workers on the jetty. Robben Island was a dark smudge in the mist. The mountain was invisible behind cloud.

In four days she would be on the research vessel before dawn. In four days she would have her hydrophones in the water and the acoustic data coming in and the specific sharp pleasure of work that mattered in a place that mattered.

In three days it was Wednesday.

She drank her tea. She watched the harbour come to life. The mountain emerged from the cloud slowly, piece by piece, the way it always did - as though the mountain was choosing when to be visible, which was not how weather worked but was how it felt.

*More than one good sign,* she thought. She decided to count them.

The milkshake had been one.

The dream about the concert could not be counted. She was thirty-three and a trained scientist and dreams were consolidation processes, not evidence of anything.

The mountain, though. The mountain coming out of the cloud.

She decided to let the mountain count.

She thought: I have been very careful for a very long time. I am going to try something different. She was not entirely sure what the different thing was yet. She had three days until Wednesday and the Wednesday was the beginning of whatever the different thing was.

The mountain fully visible now. The tablecloth forming at the edge, the cloud spilling over and dissolving. The same impossible mountain. She looked at it with the attention she brought to first survey mornings - the full attention, the not-managing version. She was going to give it that. She was going to give all of this - the mountain and the bay and the whales and whatever was going to happen on Wednesday - the full attention. She was done with the managed version.

She finished her tea and got ready for the day. The harbour was below and the mountain was above and she was between them, which was, she thought, exactly the right place to be.

—-
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# Chapter Two: The Garden Has Not Forgotten Her

The seedlings were doing what seedlings do, which is to say nothing visible and everything essential, and Daniel Pretorius was recording their measurements in his field journal and trying not to look at his phone.

He had sent the message on a Tuesday. It was now Thursday. He had received her reply on Tuesday evening, in this same greenhouse, and had set the phone face-down on his workbench and picked it up twice and put it down again and then gone home and thought about *Same number. Good sign.* for approximately four hours in a configuration that his supervisor, Dr. Nomvula Dlamini, would have called *not geological time thinking, Daniel, that's something else entirely.*

The greenhouse was warm and close - heated for the propagation work, the air thick with the smell of peat and damp sphagnum and new growth, the specific clean humidity of a space where things were becoming. He had 340 seedlings in this section alone. *Protea compacta*, *Leucadendron argenteum*, *Erica verticillata* - the last of these was the one he was most careful with, most invested in, for reasons that had to do with its history and with what it meant when a thing came back from the edge.

*Erica verticillata.* The resurrected heath. Once considered extinct in the wild, lost from the Cape Peninsula for decades until specimens were found in cultivation - at Kirstenbosch, at Kew, at the Pretoria National Botanical Garden - and a recovery programme began. He'd inherited the project from his predecessor and spent seven years refining the propagation protocol. There were now more than three thousand plants in cultivation. Twelve of those plants had been successfully reintroduced to the wild at two Peninsula sites.

Twelve. Not a large number. A beginning.

He recorded the seedling measurements. He did not look at his phone.
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His morning route through the garden took forty minutes and covered three kilometers and he had walked it, in various configurations, for fifteen years. He knew every plant on this route - not as a boast but as a simple fact of sustained attention, the way a person comes to know a neighborhood they've lived in long enough. The garden had changed in fifteen years: new sections established, some damaged by the same south-easter wind that shaped the fynbos on the cliff faces, one section lost to a runaway fire from the mountain in 2017 and now in post-fire recovery, the new growth already taller than his knee. The garden changed constantly and remained the garden, which was a thing he understood.

July meant the Cape snow heather was out - *Erica canaliculata*, the tiny white flowers covering the compact bushes in dense clusters, and the contrast of it against the brown-silver restio grasses and the orange of the late pincushion proteas was the kind of composition that people photographed and no photograph ever quite captured because the light was wrong or the angle was wrong or the camera could not smell what the air smelled like in this section in July, which was like nothing else on earth.

He walked through it slowly. He was not slow by nature - he was efficient, in fact, his supervisor frequently told him he was the most efficient person in the department - but efficiency for Daniel meant no wasted motion rather than fast motion, which was a different thing. He looked at what he was looking at. He gave things the time they took.

He was thinking about Yara.

He had been, with varying degrees of success, thinking about Yara since Tuesday. Before Tuesday, he had been successfully not-thinking about her in the specific way of someone who has organized their not-thinking very carefully over a long period, and the system had been working fine until he heard from Pieter Smit in late June that Dr. Yara Hendricks was coming back to Cape Town for the southern right whale migration survey and the system had immediately and without warning stopped working entirely.

He stopped at the bench near the Skeleton Gorge trail entrance. From here the garden fell away below toward the lower plantings, and above the treeline the mountain was visible - the full southern face, with the cloud sitting just at the summit edge, the tablecloth forming and dissolving as it always did. Through a gap in the trees, if you stood at a specific angle which he knew because he had stood at this angle many times, you could see the bowl of the city below and, beyond it, a thin line of blue that was the bay.

He looked at the line of blue. He was aware that he was doing this.

He thought: she is in the city somewhere. At the Waterfront, probably, given the research hotel location Pieter had mentioned. She had arrived yesterday. She was thirty-three and a marine conservationist and she could identify individual whales by their callosities from a moving boat in a swell, and she had once spent two months on the Antarctic Peninsula in conditions he could only imagine, and she was in Cape Town.

He had sent the text. He was going to the gate at 8:47 on Wednesday. He knew this about himself already.
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He had four languages: English, Afrikaans, a functional Zulu he'd learned in the first decade of his career when he'd done a brief residency in KwaZulu-Natal, and the language of plants, which was not a language in any linguistic sense but which operated like one - a set of relationships and responses that communicated, to the person who knew how to receive it, more than most explicit conversations managed.

He did not have a clean word in any of these languages for what the month had been, six years ago. In Afrikaans, there were words that came close - *verlange* for the particular ache of longing, *geborgenheid* for the feeling of safe enclosure - but none of them were precise enough. In botanical terms he'd sometimes thought about the mycorrhizal parallel: two plants, different species, connected through a shared root network, exchanging what the other needed. The connection was the thing, not the merger. Both plants remained themselves. But the partnership changed what both of them were.

He was a botanist. He was aware that he thought in these terms because they were the terms available to him.

He was also aware that six years of not saying it plainly was a long time, and he was tired of the metaphors, and he had sent thirteen words by text because they were the thirteen words he could send without saying the thing he hadn't yet said.

He got up from the bench and went to his supervision session. His two postgraduate students - Thandi, who was writing her PhD on fynbos seed dormancy, and Kobus, who had been at Kirstenbosch for eighteen months and was beginning to move at the right speed - met him in the propagation lab, and he was a good supervisor: focused, specific, genuinely interested in their work, patient when the data was unclear. He spent two hours with them. He did not think about Yara during the two hours. He thought about *Protea compacta* germination rates and the wind damage data from the previous year and whether Thandi's dormancy model needed an additional variable for fire history.

He thought about Yara as soon as the session ended.
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Wednesday morning. He was at the gate at 8:47.

He had prepared, which was not something he would admit to anyone at the garden. He had updated the notes on the *Erica verticillata* project because she would ask - he knew her, she would ask - and he had walked the route he intended to show her twice in the preceding days to make sure the display plants were in their best current condition, and he had arranged his supervision sessions to be finished by 8:30.

He was a patient man and a practical man. He was also, on this particular Wednesday morning, standing at the Kirstenbosch gate with eleven minutes before her estimated arrival time, wearing his good field shirt, which he did not examine.

He had worked at Kirstenbosch for fifteen years. He had walked through this gate many thousands of times. He knew precisely how it smelled in July - the fynbos on the mountain above, the morning damp on the stone pathway, the particular garden smell of tended growth and mountain water. He had never noticed the gate the way he was noticing it now, waiting.

He thought: this is what it is to wait for something specific instead of for nothing in particular. The difference in quality. He was nearly always waiting for something - seedling emergence, fire season, rain - but those waits were spread across time and did not concentrate themselves into one person arriving at a gate at a specific hour.

A taxi came through the parking area at 9:03. He knew it was her before the door opened because he recognized the configuration - the research bag over the shoulder, the pelican case for equipment that she never checked - and then the door opened and it was her.

She was the same and she was entirely different and she was absolutely the same.

She was wearing a waterproof jacket, good trail boots, a dark blue long-sleeve that he recognized as the category of clothing worn by people who spend significant time outdoors and have stopped thinking about what they look like while doing it. She had her hair tied back. She had a notebook in her jacket pocket.

She looked at him. He looked at her. There was a moment - two, three seconds - in which six years did something complicated.

He said: "You look the same."

She said: "You have more grey."

He said: "Fynbos management is stressful work."

She laughed. He felt the six years compress into something smaller. The specific laugh - slightly surprised, slightly delighted, the laugh of someone who doesn't expect to be amused and is. He had thought about that laugh, on and off, for six years, and it turned out that thinking about a thing and receiving it again were different orders of experience.

He said: "Come in. I'll show you what changed."
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He showed her the garden as though for the first time. This was not dishonest - it was July, and the garden in July was always partly new, and there were sections she hadn't seen on her previous visits, and the post-fire recovery area was genuinely different from anything she'd seen at Kirstenbosch before. But it was also true that he was showing her his garden, the one he'd spent fifteen years knowing, and it was the first time he'd done that, and the distinction was important to him even though he didn't say it.

She moved through it the way she moved through everything - attentive, cataloguing, her notebook out within four minutes of entering the gate. She wrote in it with a small precise hand. He couldn't see what she wrote and he didn't try to.

She asked about the *Erica verticillata* recovery project within ten minutes, which was slightly faster than he'd predicted but consistent with his understanding of her.

"Tell me the current numbers," she said.

He told her: 3,260 plants in cultivation across four partner institutions, twelve successfully reintroduced to two Peninsula sites, the reintroduction programme now in its third year with establishment rates above the expected threshold.

She said: "Three thousand from forty."

He said: "Forty known plants. There may have been others."

She said: "But you work with what you can account for."

He said: "Always."

She made a note. He watched her make it and thought about the fact that she was making a note about his plants, which should not have been as significant as it was and was.

He took her to the Erica Garden, which was performing well in the July cold - the Cape snow heather in full bloom, banks of it covering the hillside in white and pale pink, the mountain visible above and behind. She stopped at the edge of the planting and looked at it without speaking for thirty seconds. He waited. He was good at waiting.

She said: "What is that smell?"

He said: "The heather. And the mountain air through it - there's a thermal here in the mornings that pulls the mountain air down through this section. The combination changes."

She said: "It smells like something I can't name."

He said: "Most important things resist naming."

She looked at him. She was doing the thing she did - taking him in, reassessing, recalibrating. He'd recognized it six years ago: she processed information about the world the way she processed acoustic data, by running it through an internal model and checking for consistency. When something didn't fit the model she updated the model. He found this compelling six years ago and found it no less compelling now.

She said: "That's either very true or very convenient."

He said: "I think it's true and I'm aware it sounds convenient."

She made another note. He was almost certainly in the note. He was fine with this.
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They went to the upper reaches of the garden in the late morning - the sections closest to the mountain boundary, where the cultivated garden gave way by degrees to the wild fynbos of the mountain itself. He liked this part of the garden best. The distinction between tended and untended was visible here but not clean: the garden fynbos and the mountain fynbos were the same species, the same ecosystems, differentiated only by the presence or absence of the gardener's intervention. The plants didn't know the boundary.

He said this to her.

She stopped walking and turned to look at the boundary - the fence line, the mountain beyond.

She said: "Where does the garden end?"

He said: "Legally, at the fence. Ecologically - it's complicated. The garden seed bank feeds the mountain through bird dispersal and wind. The mountain seed bank feeds the garden through the same mechanisms. We've documented both directions of movement."

She said: "The fence is a legal fiction."

He said: "Or a management tool. Both things."

She looked at the mountain for a moment. Then she said: "In whale populations, we see the same thing with acoustic territories. A male will have a call that's associated with a particular range. But the call travels further than the range. The range is the legal fiction. The call is the reality."

He thought about this. He said: "The call is the animal."

She said: "Yes. The territory is just where the animal happens to be."

They stood at the garden boundary and he thought: this is what I missed. This specific quality of conversation, where the subject keeps moving through planes, through kingdom and phylum, through the taxonomic distance between plants and whales, and both of you keep up.

He had not had this with anyone else. He had not tried to manufacture it with anyone else. He had simply accepted, after a period of trying to accept and then actually accepting, that some things were particular and not replaceable.

He was not going to tell her this at the garden boundary in week one. He was going to show her the garden and let the garden do what it did.

—-
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He took her to the Skeleton Gorge entry, to the Dell, to the nursery collection that the public didn't generally see - small, utilitarian, important. She asked about each section with questions that told him she'd done some reading before she came: she knew the broad outline of the Kirstenbosch collection history, the IUCN threat categories of the major fynbos genera, the recent publication on smoke-based germination enhancement. She had prepared.

He noticed the preparing and found it - not touching the right word, but something in that direction.

At the nursery, he showed her the smoke germination chamber - a sealed box with a controlled smoke delivery system, used to break seed dormancy in species that required fire conditions to germinate. She looked at it closely.

She said: "They need the fire to begin."

He said: "The smoke, technically. The chemical signal - karrikins, we think, though the mechanism's still being studied. But yes - the seed needs the experience of fire before it opens."

She said: "Serotiny."

He said: "You know it."

She said: "I know of it. I read about it for this visit."

He said: "Some seeds can wait decades before the right conditions occur. The oldest known serotinous seed viability in fynbos is about two hundred years."

She said: "Two hundred years."

He said: "They
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