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A Note from the Author

TJ Jordan is a pen name — and like most things worth keeping, it came from love rather than calculation.

TJ was a Pomeranian. Jordan was a Pekingese. They were, in the way that only dogs can be, entirely themselves: small and certain and completely convinced that the world had been arranged for their benefit. They grew up alongside two girls who are now young women, and somewhere in the years between the puppyhood and the grey muzzles and the quiet endings, they became part of the furniture of a family's best memories. The kind of furniture you don't notice until it's gone, and then the room looks wrong for years.

TJ followed. That was his defining quality. Wherever Infinity went, TJ went — down the hallway, into the garden, to the gate and back, a small orange shadow attached to her by something stronger than a lead. He had opinions about strangers, strong opinions, delivered at a volume that bore no relationship to his size. He was brave in the way that small creatures sometimes are: completely, without calculating the odds.

Jordan waited. That was his. He would find the warmest spot in the house — a patch of afternoon sun on the kitchen tiles, the corner of the couch nearest the reading lamp — and he would settle into it with the considered satisfaction of someone who has done the research and made the correct decision. When Eternity read, he would insert himself between her and the book with the gentle but absolute authority of someone who considers himself a superior form of literature. He was usually right.

They are gone now, both of them. But their names are on the cover of this book, which is the closest thing I know to keeping something.

This book is about sisters. It is also, in every way that matters, about the people who shaped them — the parents who watched, the homes that held them, and the small animals who asked nothing in return except proximity and the occasional biscuit.

If you have ever loved a dog, you will understand.

If you have ever loved a sister, you will understand more.

* * *
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Dedication
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For Infinity and Eternity —

who taught me that the most extraordinary thing a person can do

is love someone else more than they fear the world.

You were the story long before I wrote it.

You will be the story long after.

All my love, always — Dad

* * *
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I.

The woman who would later call herself a researcher arrived at the campsite on a Tuesday in March, three days before any of the participants.

She drove a grey rental car and wore walking boots that were slightly too clean for someone who claimed to spend time outdoors. She signed the site register under a name that matched her identification, which matched the university letterhead, which matched the institutional ethics approval she carried in a manila folder in her bag. Everything matched. She had been doing this long enough to know that matching was the first and most important discipline. You could do many things if everything matched.

The camp manager — a broad, unhurried man named Deon who had run these grounds for eleven years and had seen every kind of group pass through, from corporate retreats to birdwatching societies to the occasional church camp that invariably left the fire pit in a worse state than they found it — showed her around with the patient thoroughness of someone who takes quiet pride in a place. He had the hands of someone who fixes things himself rather than calling someone else, and he walked the grounds the way people walk places they genuinely know — not following a route but moving through a space that has become as familiar as their own home.

"Fire pit here," he said. "Communal kitchen there. Ablution blocks on both sides — we upgraded the hot water last season, no more complaints about cold showers. Trail maps on the noticeboard." He pointed to a board near the office entrance where laminated maps were arranged by difficulty: valley loop, ridge trail, the long traverse that most groups attempted once and then respected. "The ridge trail is the long one, six hours return for most groups. We recommend day three or four once people have their legs under them. The valley loop first — easier gradient, good for orientating yourself."

She nodded and took notes on a small pad, which she angled slightly away from him. A habit.

"You said it's a wellness retreat?" Deon said. Not suspiciously. Just the mild curiosity of someone maintaining a conversation, filling the silence that forms between two people walking together who do not yet know each other well enough for comfortable quiet.

"Professional development," she said. "People entering high-pressure careers. We find a week in a natural environment does things that a conference room can't. Gets people out of their habitual patterns. Makes them accessible to themselves in ways that offices don't allow."

She had said this many times. It came out smoothly, naturally, with the right amount of conviction. All of it was technically true.

Deon nodded. He had no reason to doubt it. It sounded reasonable, even admirable — the kind of thing that a progressive employer or a forward-thinking institution might invest in. "What kind of careers?"

"Medicine. Law. Engineering, sometimes. High-stakes fields where the pressure starts early and doesn't relent." She paused, watching a hadeda ibis pick its way across the grass near the fire pit with the offended dignity characteristic of the species. "We find the transition period — when training ends and actual practice begins — is when the structural vulnerabilities appear. Before the real pressure has a chance to exploit them."

"Structural vulnerabilities," Deon repeated. He said it without mockery, simply turning the phrase over.

"In the person," she clarified. "And in the relationships they depend on. The bonds that carry them through training sometimes — not always, but sometimes — become liabilities in the field. When both people in a partnership are under simultaneous pressure, the bond can fail in ways that neither person anticipated."

"You study that."

"Yes."

"And then what? You fix it?"

She smiled. It was a good smile — warm, practised. "We help people understand it. Before the career does the understanding for them."

Deon looked at her for a moment with the mild assessment of someone who has dealt with a great many people and has learned to read the gap between what they say and what they mean. Then he looked back at his grounds.

"The generator's in the shed behind the office," he said. "If the power cuts, which it sometimes does in bad weather, there's a manual switch inside the door. I'll show you."

She followed him, taking her notes, angling the pad.

* * *
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She spent three hours that first day walking every trail, every route, every fork and lookout and blind corner. She did it methodically, beginning at the camp and working outward in concentric arcs, the way she had learned to map unfamiliar territory — not following the marked paths but crossing between them, finding the connections, understanding the shape of the place rather than just its official routes.

She made notes at each location: sight lines, accessibility, ambient noise level, how visible the location would be from the trail above or below. She noted natural features — boulders, clearings, the large flat sandstone rock on the eastern side trail where the trail turned and the view opened briefly. She noted the drainage pattern of the slopes, which told her where footing would be uncertain after rain. She noted the spot near the office where a phone signal — weak, intermittent, requiring the precise positioning of a held phone at a specific angle — could occasionally be coaxed into one or two bars.

She noted it and moved on.

At each previously scouted location she assessed whether it still served its purpose. The filing cabinet in the office: still the same model, same lock. The communal tent's sight lines to the various pitches: unchanged. The gap in the tree line on the south slope where a person could move between the lower trail and the camp without crossing the main path: still navigable, though a fallen protea had narrowed it slightly.

On the second day she wrote the notes.

She did this at the small desk in her lodge room, three kilometres from the camp, in the thin morning light with the mountain visible through the window and a pot of coffee on the side table. The notes took four hours. Each one required thought — not the mechanical application of a template but genuine attention to the specific person, the specific vulnerability, the specific language that would land in the right place without being so obvious as to be dismissable.

The welcome table note was first, because it was first — placed before the participants arrived, before the week properly began. It needed to be philosophical enough to seem like a retreat affectation, but pointed enough that the right person would feel its edge.

She wrote it in one draft:

Some bonds are tested by time.

Some by distance.

Some by the small, daily weight of becoming who you were always going to be.

The interesting ones are tested by all three at once.

She looked at it for a while. It was good. It had the quality she aimed for in the welcome note — open enough to apply to anyone, specific enough that certain people would feel personally addressed. Which was, of course, the point.

The sisters' notes she wrote last, because they required the most care.

She had been studying their files for three weeks. The older sister — Infinity, a name that had given her pause when she first read it, that someone had chosen to give a child this name and have it fit — was twenty-six, freshly qualified as an attorney, currently without a position but with two firm interviews scheduled for the month following the camp. The file contained social media traces, a LinkedIn profile, academic records from the university's law faculty. High achiever. Socially dominant. Strong public persona. The professional photographs showed a woman who occupied space comfortably, who looked at the camera the way people look at things they are not afraid of.

The younger sister — Eternity, twenty-four, completing her medical internship intake process, placed at a teaching hospital in Cape Town — was harder to read from the record. Less social media presence. An academic profile that was exceptional without being showy. A photograph on the hospital's incoming cohort page that showed her looking slightly to the left of the camera, as if something at the edge of the frame had just become more interesting than the photographer.

The dynamic between them was visible even in the documentation. The older sister's social media was full of references to the younger one — not performatively, not as a supporting character in her own story, but woven through it in the way that someone weaves through the background of a life they have always been part of. The younger sister's digital footprint barely mentioned anyone by name, but the oldest photograph that appeared — a tagged image from a family event some years ago — showed her leaning toward her sister in the particular way of people who orient to a person the way a plant orients to light. Not consciously. Just structurally.

The protective bond ran both ways, but differently in each direction. The older one protected outwardly — visibly, actively, as a form of self-expression. The younger one protected inwardly — holding things back, managing her own responses, not adding her weight to anything she thought her sister was already carrying.

It was a beautiful structure, as bonds went. Clean, interlocking, deeply functional. The question the study was designed to answer was whether it would remain functional under the specific pressure of two simultaneous high-stakes professional debuts, or whether the functionality would become friction as each woman's career began making demands that the other couldn't absorb for her.

The notes she wrote for them were specific. More specific than the others. She permitted herself this because the files justified it, and because — she acknowledged it honestly, in the privacy of her lodge room — they were the most interesting pair she had profiled in six years of running this study.

She placed the notes in their envelopes, labelled each location, and went to bed.

II.

She had been telling herself, for six years, that the work was important.

That understanding how people broke — or didn't break — under pressure served a purpose larger than any individual discomfort. That the methodology was sound even if the consent was absent, because the consent would contaminate the data, because people behave differently when they know they are being watched. That the subjects — she had begun using that word around year two, which should have been a signal — emerged from the week changed, and that the change was usually net positive, and that the discomfort of the process was the price of the insight.

She had been telling herself this for six years, and she was, in the privacy of pre-dawn lodge rooms, getting slightly less convincing.

The truth was that she had begun with genuine conviction. Her doctoral work had been on relational resilience: how the bonds people carry into demanding careers either anchor them or drag them under. The question was real. She had watched colleagues crack in their first years in medicine, in law, in emergency services — not because they weren't capable, but because the relational structures they'd depended on had never been tested at the right level of difficulty, and then the career arrived and did the testing without warning and without mercy.

She had believed, in the beginning, that you could give people a controlled version of the test. A rehearsal. That if you could identify the precise load-bearing point of a bond and apply calibrated weight to it before the career did, the bond would be stronger for it — like metal after tempering. She had believed this. The early data had supported it. The early subjects — her word, her slippage — had come out the other side reporting increased self-awareness, clearer communication, better-defined expectations of the people they loved. The study had produced a paper, then two papers, then funding for an expanded cohort. The university had been pleased.

And then year three. Amara.

Amara had been a surgical resident — brilliant, empathetic, exactly the kind of person the study was designed to help. She had a bond with her mother that the profile identified as the primary load-bearing relationship: a close, loving, slightly enmeshed connection with a woman who had sacrificed significantly to put her daughter through medical school and who carried, in her quiet way, the weight of that sacrifice as both a gift and an expectation. The notes had been carefully targeted. The week had proceeded according to protocol.

Amara had driven home and spent the next six weeks unravelling.

She left her residency in the eighth week. Not dramatically — there was no crisis event, no breakdown in the OR, no single identifiable moment. She simply found, as she described it later, that something had been loosened that she didn't know how to re-secure. She had gone into the week knowing who she was and how she worked, and she had come out of it uncertain, and the uncertainty had proven incompatible with the particular demands of surgical residency, which asked for certainty at every moment.

She sent an email eighteen months later. Not to the university, not through official channels. Directly to Lena's personal address, which she had found somehow, through some chain of digital connection that Lena had never traced. The email was three paragraphs. It was written in the careful, clinical language of someone who has processed a thing thoroughly and arrived at description rather than accusation. The final paragraph read: I believe the week destabilised something that was not ready to be destabilised. I don't know if you intended that. I hope the data was useful. I haven't gone back to surgery. I don't think I will.

Lena had read that email more times than she could count.

She had not stopped the study.

She had raised the findings at a team meeting — Theo taking notes, as always — and they had discussed the case as an outlier, a subject with a pre-existing fragility that the study had not created but had perhaps surfaced at a suboptimal moment. They had adjusted the pre-screening criteria. They had added a follow-up protocol. They had continued.

She had not replied to Amara's email.

She had been meaning to, for three years, and she had not.

Now, on the third morning in an empty camp, with the Hottentots Holland mountains catching the first pale light above the ridge and the fire pit cold and waiting and the welcome note already on the table inside, she stood at the lodge kitchen window with her tea and thought about the sisters.

She thought about the file photographs. The older one with her broad, unguarded smile, inhabiting the frame as if she had decorated it herself. The younger one with her eyes slightly to the left, already looking at the next thing.

She thought about the note she had written for each of them, and about the week that was about to begin, and about Amara's email, and about the follow-up protocol that had been added to the screening criteria and that she privately suspected would not have flagged Amara anyway.

She finished her tea.

She rinsed the mug.

She checked the filing cabinet one more time, confirmed the lock was correctly set, confirmed the participant files were in order, confirmed that Theo's vehicle was already parked at the far end of the access road where she'd asked him to wait until the first evening.

Then she drove to the camp, and put on her comfortable hiking trousers and her slightly-too-clean walking boots, and stood at the entrance to welcome the first arrivals with the warm, attentive smile of someone who is very good at her job.

Outside, a bird she couldn't name called once from the protea bushes near the gate, and went silent.

* * *
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III.

The night before the participants arrived, she sat in her lodge room with her laptop open and a glass of water she hadn't touched and Amara's email on the screen.

She had opened it that afternoon, for the first time in eight months. She did this occasionally — not on a schedule, not with any deliberate therapeutic intention, but in the way you return to a thing that has not finished with you. She read it the same way every time: quickly the first pass, then slowly, then once more with the specific attention of a researcher looking for the thing she had missed, the variable that would shift the interpretation, the detail that would make the story come out differently.

There was no such detail. There never had been. She had read this email perhaps two hundred times and the story was the same every time: a brilliant, careful, empathetic young surgeon had come to one of her camps and had driven home and had unravelled and had never gone back to the work she had spent a decade preparing for.

I believe the week destabilised something that was not ready to be destabilised. I don't know if you intended that. I hope the data was useful. I haven't gone back to surgery. I don't think I will.

The language of it. The discipline of the language, the way someone had processed grief and betrayal through the framework of clinical description because that was the language available, because that was what the training gave you when you needed to communicate about damage in a register that didn't require you to be as damaged as you were.

She had not replied.

She opened a new email, as she had opened perhaps fifteen new emails to Amara's address over three years, and she typed: Dear Amara. Then she looked at those two words for a while and closed the email without saving it, as she had closed every previous version.

What was there to say? That she was sorry? She was. That she hadn't meant for it to go that way? She hadn't. That the study was important, the questions were real, the methodology was as careful as she knew how to make it? All of this was true and all of it was inadequate, and Amara knew it, and saying it would be for Lena's benefit rather than Amara's, and Amara deserved better than to receive something designed to make the person who had harmed her feel better about having done it.

She closed the laptop.

The lodge room was very quiet. Outside, the mountain was dark and enormous, the kind of enormity that stopped being visible in the daytime when there were other things to look at but reasserted itself completely at night when the scale of things could not be avoided. The fynbos moved in the dark below the window, a continuous low sound like something breathing.

She had a folder on her laptop — she had opened it before opening the email, which was its own form of ritual — containing the files for tomorrow's group. Twelve participants. Two of them were the sisters.

She had been thinking about the sisters since she received their applications three months ago. Not because they were unusual — the configuration she had identified in their profile, the protective bond under professional transition pressure, was the most common configuration she worked with. She had seen versions of it many times. The devoted older sibling, the capable younger one, both of them about to step into roles that would test the structural integrity of the dynamic they had built. It was the most reliable subject pairing for the study because it was the most common, because it was the most legible, because the data it produced was the most consistent.

No. She had been thinking about them because of the file photograph.

The older sister grinning at the camera with the total unguarded ease of someone who has never once considered that the world might not be delighted to see her. The younger sister with her eyes slightly to the left of the frame, already looking at whatever was at the edge of things. And between them, pressing against the younger sister's leg, a small orange dog who had clearly inserted himself into the photograph because he had decided this was where he should be, and nobody had moved him because nobody had wanted to.

She had looked at that photograph for a long time.

She had looked at it and thought: this is a family. Not the two sisters — the whole thing. The smiling mother visible at the left edge of the shot. The father presumably behind the camera, telling someone to look up, to look at him, to hold still for just a second. The small orange dog who had no concept of photography but understood proximity. The particular quality of a Saturday afternoon in a garden where everyone who was supposed to be there was there.

She had looked at it and thought: they have no idea what this week is going to do to them.

And then she had thought, in the privacy of the lodge room: neither do I, exactly. I think I know
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