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      ‘Choose, Mrs Kelly,’ says the doctor. ‘The adoptive couple is here to collect the child.’ He leans in close and lowers his voice. ‘They’re concerned there’s a problem.’

      Well, wasn’t there? If this didn’t count as a problem, then nothing ever would. Mary smiles at her sleeping twins. How to decide? There is no way, it’s Sophie’s choice. She could play eeny, meeny, miny, mo? Or rock-paper-scissors with the doctor? He wins, and Charlene might go. She wins, perhaps Samantha? The doctor puts on a sympathetic expression. ‘Of course, if you’ve changed your mind . . .’

      ‘No,’ says Mary, with hoarse haste. ‘I haven’t.’ It would be difficult enough raising a single baby. She plucks one, then the other, of her dark-haired daughters from their shared crib, and cradles them in her arms. She inspects their faces. All the clichés make sense to her now. They do have button noses, and rosebud mouths that purse sometimes in sleep. They are utterly perfect, and she can’t choose. She can’t even tell them apart.

      ‘Mrs Kelly.’ Mrs Kelly. Why is he calling her that? There is no Mr Kelly. A sop to his own sense of propriety, perhaps? ‘If you need more time, perhaps the couple can come back.’

      No, that will prolong the agony. She just requires some sort of a sign, some indication of what to do next. The left-hand twin parts her lips in a delicate yawn. The room grows airless. With infinite care, Mary raises the baby that lies in the crook of her other arm, her right arm, and offers her to the doctor.

      ‘Are you sure?’ he asks.

      Of course she isn’t sure. There is no certainty any more, and there never will be again. The world is a senseless place, filled with random acts of cruelty and prejudice, but she nods anyway. As he receives the right-hand baby from her, she yawns too. A misgiving, cold as death, stalls Mary’s heart. The doctor checks the infant’s wristband. She wills time to stretch. She counts the seconds it takes for him to cross the floor, to reach the door, to vanish with her baby. She consciously commits each detail of the scene to memory. Mary looks down at the single, sleeping baby in her arms. Is it Charlene or Samantha? What if she’s given away the wrong child?
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      ‘I’ll rub him down myself,’ said Sam.

      Brodie gave her a lascivious look. ‘Sure you don’t want a hand?’ He chewed on a piece of straw. It dangled limp from the corner of his fat lips.

      She slammed the stable door in his face, causing Pharaoh to start. Brodie mooched off. Sam hung up the horse’s hay net, stuffed it full of his favourite lucerne, and kept some hay aside to make a wisp. Her deft fingers twisted the leafy stalks into a long, thin rope. Then she gathered the top end into two loops and wound the remaining string back through to form a solid pad of hay. ‘Ready, Pharaoh?’ The big chestnut lent his body towards hers. ‘One, two three …’ She began to strap his neck with long, regular slaps. The tempo increased as she found her rhythm. Pharaoh tensed and relaxed, tensed and relaxed, in time with Sam’s movements, and she slipped into a kind of meditative trance. The horse was not the only one to benefit from such an isometric workout. By the time she’d worked her way along his back and rump on each side, girl and gelding were both spent.

      Sam sighed in satisfaction. Summer was just a week away, and life was good. Her eighteenth birthday and the endless exams of Year Twelve were behind her now. The future stretched invitingly ahead – a future where her mother wasn’t in charge of every aspect of her life. Since Dad had taken up his overseas posting a couple of years ago, it had been just her and Mum, rattling around in their big old house together, getting on each other’s nerves. A white Christmas, and a month with her grandparents in France, was just what the doctor ordered. Fingers crossed Dad could talk Mum into going back to Dubai with him. The prospect of coming home alone was too perfect to contemplate. She’d be able to spend each spare minute with Pharaoh, preparing for the summer dressage trials. And maybe, without Mum interfering all the time, she might even find herself a social life.

      ‘Samantha?’ Her mother peered over the stable door. Whatever was she doing here?

      ‘Just a minute.’ Sam hid the wisp, so Pharaoh wouldn’t eat it, and went out into the stable yard. Her mother’s always pale complexion had turned ivory, and her eyes were red, like she’d been crying. But that was impossible. She never cried. ‘What’s wrong, Faith?’

      ‘I wish you wouldn’t call me that. It’s not natural.’

      Sam was ready with a smart remark, then thought better of it.

      Her mother seemed genuinely distressed.

      ‘Get cleaned up, Samantha. We need to talk.’

      ‘You can’t talk to me when I’m dirty?’

      Faith heaved a great sigh. ‘Don’t be difficult, darling. Get changed and meet me at the car. We’ll do lunch.’

      

      Sam was starting to worry. She was already halfway through her mushroom risotto, and Faith had barely said a word. Her salad lay untouched. Sam reached across and stole a cherry tomato and an olive from her mother’s plate.

      ‘Mum? You said we needed to talk.’

      Faith gave a tremulous sigh and met Sam’s gaze. ‘There’s no easy way to say it, so I’ll just say it.’ A dramatic pause. ‘You mustn’t hate me, Samantha.’ What on earth was she on about? ‘Promise me?’

      Sam wanted to argue the absurdity of making a blind promise, but her mother’s expression silenced her. ‘I promise.’

      Faith’s clasped hands trembled, just a touch, where they lay on the white, linen table cloth. ‘Samantha.’ A deep breath. ‘Your father and I adopted you as a newborn.’ Odd shivers fluttered like moths across Faith’s shapely neck. ‘We couldn’t have children, you see.’  Her eyes lost focus for a moment and she corrected herself.  ‘I couldn’t have children.’

      It felt like all the blood had drained from her head and formed a sickening pool in her stomach. Sam’s chest grew tight. Why was her mother saying this? Was she sick? Delusional? Sam had known for a long time that something was wrong. She’d found pills in Faith’s upstairs bathroom and looked them up on the internet. Anti-depressants. But this? It didn’t make any sense.

      ‘I’m sorry for calling you Faith,’ Sam said, struggling to understand her mother’s words. ‘Instead of Mum. Some girls at school were doing it with their mothers. I suppose they thought it sounded more grown up, or something.’ Sam gave an encouraging smile. ‘Of course you’re my mother.’

      A brief ripple of relief flitted across Faith’s face. She reached for Sam’s hand with icy fingers. ‘Thank you, darling.’ Her voice was taut. ‘You’re right, I am your mother, in every real sense of the word. Your birth certificate says so, doesn’t it?’ She paused, and tears tracked down her pale cheeks. ‘But I didn’t actually give birth to you, I’m afraid.’

      Sam withdrew her hand and placed it in her lap. She examined her mother’s face. There was no trace of artifice. She tried the adoption hypothesis on for size, dared to examine it. Plenty of times, as a teenager, she’d imagined she didn’t belong to her parents, had even hoped that she didn’t. But that was just wishful thinking. Wasn’t it?

      ‘What do you mean? Where did I come from, then?’

      Faith took a very deep breath. ‘Your birth mother lived in a small country town, in the north-east of the state. Currajong. She was unmarried, Samantha, and quite poor. She relinquished you as an act of self-sacrifice, to provide you with a better life.’ Faith fanned herself with the menu. Beads of sweat appeared on her flawless forehead. ‘She was just a girl . . . only seventeen.’

      Faith fixed Sam with cool green eyes. Sam had always envied her mother those startling green eyes. Her own were the same dark brown as her father’s. Tea arrived, and Faith poured herself a cup, her hand steadier now. ‘This is extraordinarily difficult, darling. You have no idea.’

      Sam gasped for air. Faith had always skirted around the story of Sam’s birth, protesting that it was something she didn’t like to talk about. ‘I can’t explain it. Quite an out-of-body experience. It felt like somebody else was giving birth to you.’ There was also a lack of physical resemblance between them. It had always bothered Sam, but she’d put it down to taking after her father in a big way. Faith was petite and fair. Sam was tall and leggy, with the slender strength of a natural athlete. Her sable hair always threatened to escape its tie and fall in unruly waves around her shoulders – quite a contrast to Faith’s neat blond bob. These differences seemed suddenly imbued with a dreadful significance. Sam fought against a rising suspicion that her mother was telling the truth. ‘I had a right to know all this a long time ago,’ she said, in a faltering voice.

      ‘Please, Samantha. I’m telling you now, aren’t I?’

      The ground shifted beneath Sam’s feet and a million questions raced through her brain. ‘I need to know everything,’ she said. ‘Times, dates, places . . . people. I can’t promise I won’t be angry. I deserve to be, if I want to be.’ Sam heard the high panic in her voice. ‘Who am I?’

      Faith looked around uneasily. ‘Darling, you’re making a scene.’

      So that’s why Faith had brought her to this popular restaurant for lunch. There’d be less chance of any histrionics. It was like a public dumping. ‘I want to go home,’ said Sam. ‘To talk. But first, answer me this. Why are you telling me now? Why is it suddenly the right time?’

      Faith looked unsure again. She clung to the edge of the table, as if it might somehow anchor her to safety. Several times she opened her mouth to speak, then wavered. ‘There’s more,’ she said at last. ‘You are . . . you’re a twin.’

      A twin? Now this was plainly ridiculous. They were back in the territory of delusion. Sam wondered if she was asleep, and began to run through the techniques she used to wake herself from conscious dreaming.

      ‘Apparently,’ continued Faith, ‘your sister is very ill and wants to see you. Her mother – your birth mother – contacted me.’ She spoke too fast, as if the words were loathsome, or poisonous, and she wanted to spit them out before they killed her. ‘You don’t have to do this, Samantha. We don’t even know these people.’

      The sharp sting of impending tears stabbed Sam’s eyes, her nose, her throat. It was like she was seeing her mother for the first time. ‘And whose fault is that?’ She grabbed her bag from under the table and ran out the door.
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      The most important meeting of her life, and she was running late. Faith had offered to come along, but Sam had sensed her reluctance. In the end she’d gone off in a cab by herself, under a gloomy sky. It was probably for the best. This was something she needed to do alone. The car swished through the rainy streets. Sam stared out the window, stomach knotted tight in anticipation. She was about to meet a sister she’d known about for less than twenty-four hours.

      The hospital was enormous and confusing, a rabbit warren of corridors and lifts and doorways. Preoccupied people rushed this way and that, everybody certain of where they were going – everybody except her.  A fat woman pushed a teenage girl towards her in a wheelchair. Could that be her mother? Her sister? She turned to watch them pass, and cannoned into an orderly. ‘Lost?’ he asked. Sam nodded, and he steered her to a reception area.

      When she gave her name, the receptionist reached for the phone. ‘Samantha Carmichael here to see you.’ She gave Sam a warm smile. ‘He’ll be down in just a moment.’ Who would be down? Sam stood, ill at ease, wondering what to do. An escape out the front doors was at the top of her favoured list of options.

      A tall Asian man in a suit emerged from a nearby lift and looked in her direction. He beamed when he caught sight of her, and hurried over. Sam stood awkwardly and took a few tentative steps towards him. ‘Samantha Carmichael.’

      He grasped her extended hand and shook it energetically. ‘No need for introductions, Miss Carmichael. I know exactly who you are.’ His smile was kind. ‘I’m Professor Andrew Sung, head of the acute myeloid leukaemia program, and the diagnostic molecular haematology laboratory. If you’ll please come with me.’

      Sam followed him back into the lift, up to the tenth floor, and into a large room. It was some sort of lounge, with sofas and low tables and a flat-screen television on the wall. A loud gasp came from the corner, from a woman standing near a coffee machine.

      Sam turned and knew she was looking at her birth mother. She blushed with shame to think that she’d wondered about the person pushing the wheelchair. Did she think she wouldn’t know her own flesh and blood? Sam had never seen anybody that looked so much like her before. It hurt more than she could have imagined.

      Professor Sung took the woman by the hand and led her over to Sam. ‘Samantha Carmichael, this is Mary Kelly, your birth mother.’

      ‘Hello.’ It was all Sam could manage, a shy hello.

      Mary Kelly was an attractive woman, with a high forehead and even features. Sam had calculated her age, from the scant information supplied by Faith. Mary looked much older than her thirty-five years, looked at least as old as Faith, and Faith was almost fifty. Mary’s hair, russet and wavy, was streaked with grey. Her eyes were set in dark rings, and fine, vertical wrinkles pinched her lips. The impression was one of tarnished beauty. Her eyes though were Sam’s own, and at the moment they were very wide indeed.

      ‘Samantha,’ said Mary. The word sounded like a prayer on her lips. ‘You’re so very lovely . . . and so very kind to come.’

      Mary looked at Professor Sung, and Sam saw something pass between them. He gave Mary a tight-lipped nod. ‘There’s a good chance, yes,’ he said.

      ‘A good chance?’ said Mary. ‘There’s more than a good chance. I couldn’t tell them apart when they were born, and I doubt if I could now, except for Charlie being so skinny and all.’

      Sam pricked up her ears. Her sister’s name was Charlie. Sam seized onto this new piece of information, as if her life depended on it. Charlie. That was a boy’s name. It must be short for something. Charlotte, perhaps. She explored the word, tried to conjure up an image based on the name.

      ‘This is too perfect,’ whispered Mary. A great smile transformed her face. It shed its shadows and creases, its worry and care. It was suddenly clear that she had once been a great beauty.

      Sam tore her gaze away from this stranger who was her mother. ‘A good chance of what?’ she asked.

      ‘We mustn’t put the cart before the horse,’ said Professor Sung. ‘This is a lot for Samantha to take in. However, since time is of the essence…Would you like to meet your sister?’

      ‘I should bring her something,’ said Sam, in a sudden panic. ‘At least some flowers.’

      The professor shook his head. ‘Your sister has a suppressed immune system. She can’t have flowers, or fruit. Nothing like that.’

      Time was of the essence, the doctor had said. How sick was her sister? Was Charlie going to die, before she even got to meet her?

      Mary and the doctor were talking to each other in low whispers.

      ‘Is my sister okay?’ said Sam in a sudden panic. ‘What’s wrong with her?’

      Mary burst into tears. Professor Sung placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder, but she kept on crying. ‘Samantha?’ He gestured towards the door. ‘Let’s have a talk?’ Sam trailed out of the room after him, leaving Mary behind.

      

      Professor Sung led her to an adjacent waiting room and indicated for her to sit down. He pulled a chair over and sat facing her. His expression was kind, concerned. ‘I’m a haematological oncologist, which means I’m a doctor with special training in the diagnosis and treatment of blood diseases, especially blood-cell cancers.’

      ‘Is that what my sister has? Cancer?’

      He nodded. ‘Yes. It’s something called CML – chronic myeloid leukaemia.’ There was a practised pause in his spiel. Leukaemia. That was bad. Sam’s friend’s little sister had died from leukaemia. Sam felt a sudden shiver down her spine.

      ‘When someone has CML, the bone marrow produces too many white blood cells. They interfere with normal blood production and cause anaemia, bleeding and bruising, that sort of thing.’

      ‘Can’t you do something for her?’ asked Sam. She wanted to say Charlie instead of her, but she couldn’t find the courage. To say her was horrible. She was ashamed to refer to her sister like that.

      ‘Your sister is in what we call the accelerated phase of the illness. She’s had the standard treatments, but nothing has worked. It’s unfortunate she wasn’t diagnosed earlier, but her family live in quite a remote, rural area. Her symptoms weren’t recognised until they became debilitating, and by then the disease was advanced.”

      ‘Is she going to die?’ asked Sam. Her phone rang, Faith’s number. Sam turned the phone off mid-ring.

      ‘We’re a long way from that point,’ said Professor Sung. ‘But I’ll explain a little more after you’ve seen your sister.’ He stood, and Sam did likewise, following him back to the lounge room.

      

      Mary was clutching her arms nervously, pacing back and forth. ‘I’m going to duck out for a cigarette.’

      Sam was aghast. ‘You’re not coming with me?’

      Mary shook her head. ‘Charlie might want to see you by herself, just to start with. I’ll be back in a jiffy.’ Before Sam could protest, she hurried off to the lift.

      ‘I’m afraid Mary can barely last twenty minutes between smokes,’ said Professor Sung. ‘The stress of Charlie’s illness doesn’t help.’ Sam didn’t know anybody who smoked cigarettes. Such a stupid thing to do. She felt a sudden burst of anger. It was inconceivable that she was related to that woman. Maybe they had it all wrong. Maybe she shouldn’t even be here.

      As they walked down the corridor, Professor Sung asked a lot of questions about Sam’s health. ‘Your sister’s ANC count is low, so it’s important that you don’t have a cold, or anything like that. She’s highly vulnerable to infection right now.’

      Sam nodded, wondering what he was talking about. ‘ANC count?’

      ‘It stands for absolute neutrophil count,’ he said. ‘An estimate of a person’s infection-fighting white blood cells.’

      They walked into a ward, and stopped at the nurse’s station. A middle-aged woman looked up from her notes, and did a double take. She looked from Sam’s face to the doctor’s, and back to Sam. ‘Oh my Lord,’ she said. ‘Charlie’s sister.’

      ‘Do I look like her, then?’ asked Sam, excitement mounting in her chest.

      ‘That you do, dear. That you do. I’m Colleen.’

      ‘This is Samantha,’ said Professor Sung. ‘Could you fix her up with a mask and gown, please?’ Colleen took Sam’s temperature and asked her to wash her hands. After she’d finished, Sam donned a disposable gown, popped on a mask, and followed the professor into a nearby hospital room.

      There was a window, a steel hospital bed, and a figure on the bed. That must be her sister … that must be Charlie. No matter what happened next, her sister would never be just she or her again. Sam held her breath as she approached, barely daring to believe she was in the same room as her sister. Tubes sprung from Charlie’s chest and left arm, attached to a dangerous looking silver machine. It loomed beside the bed, like a Dalek out of Doctor Who. Charlie’s eyes were closed, and she was motionless.

      ‘What does that machine do?’ asked Sam. She didn’t know why she was whispering.

      ‘That’s a leukapheresis machine, filtering out abnormal white blood cells.’ The doctor observed her concerned expression. ‘It’s quite painless.’

      A soft toy frog, Kermit green, sat on Charlie’s bedside table. There were more frogs on the windowsill, some in zip-lock plastic bags. Ceramic frogs, plush frogs, wooden frogs. Sam dared to focus on the figure in the bed. Charlie wore faded Chinese pyjamas and a colourful scarlet headscarf. A beautiful scarf, vibrant and out of place in the functional sterility of the hospital room. Charlie’s eyes opened suddenly and she reached for a remote control, turning off the tiny television mounted on a swinging arm above the bed.

      Sam got her first good look at her sister. Why did Colleen say that they looked alike? There wasn’t much of a similarity, was there? Maybe Sam couldn’t see past Charlie’s gaunt eyes and sunken cheeks. Maybe she just didn’t want to. It was frightening to imagine herself looking that sick. Then Charlie smiled and the resemblance was plain. ‘Take off your mask,’ said Charlie. ‘Just for a minute, so I can see you.’ Sam looked at Professor Sung, who nodded. Sam slipped the mask off. ‘You’re Samantha,’ said Charlie. She swung her legs over the side of the bed, and started to sit up.

      ‘Whoa there,’ said Professor Sung. ‘Not so fast.’

      Sam hurried over and instinctively reached for her sister’s back.  It was strange being so close to Charlie – like looking into a magic mirror in which your reflection had a mind of its own.

      ‘This is the coolest thing,’ said Charlie. She was frail, but her voice sounded strong. ‘I’ve been dying to meet you all my life.’

      ‘You knew about me?’

      Charlie nodded. ‘I’ve been wanting to find you for years, but Mum said that wasn’t right. She said that it was your decision to make.’

      Sam smiled bitterly. Her decision, except that she’d never even heard of Charlie. At least Mary had had the decency to be honest with her daughter. Her own parents had taken it upon themselves to erase Sam’s entire history. She was sure that it was only Charlie’s illness that had made Faith relent. Otherwise she may have never learned the truth. ‘My parents didn’t tell me about you. I didn’t even know I was adopted. If I’d known …’ There was no way to finish the sentence. This was all too new, too much.

      ‘That sucks. We could have had so much fun tricking people. Nobody would have been able to tell us apart,’ said Charlie. Sam was unconvinced and it must have shown. ‘I haven’t always looked this ill,’ Charlie said indignantly. She took a photo out of her bed-side drawer and handed it to Sam, who shook her head in disbelief. It was a photo of herself, dressed in jeans and a check shirt. She was riding a horse she didn’t recognise, a compact bay with a baldy face. The most amazing thing of all was what she was doing. She was chasing a cow.

      ‘That can’t be me,’ said Sam, confused. ‘I’ve never even seen that horse, or those clothes . . . or that cow.’

      Charlie laughed, a healthy belly laugh that suited her wide smile, but not her skinny frame. ‘No, it’s not you. It’s me, last year before I got sick.’ She pulled a few more photos from the drawer – school ones, childhood ones, more on horseback.

      Sam stared in disbelief at the images. ‘We look the same; exactly the same.’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Professor Sung. ‘You may not have immediately recognised the resemblance, partly because Charlie is so unwell, but partly because it is sometimes difficult for us to see ourselves as others see us. But trust me, the likeness is striking … and I hope it can be more than that. I hope it can be life-saving.’ He took Sam’s hand in his. ‘Charlie’s very best hope of a complete cure is to receive a syngeneic stem-cell transplant. That’s a transplant from an identical twin. Very few people have such an option.’ He patted her hand gently.

      Sam slowly took in his words and their significance. She turned back to her sister, and saw Charlie’s brown eyes, so much like her own, so full of hope.

      ‘Perhaps we could talk a little more outside?’ said Professor Sung. She couldn’t leave yet! She’d just got there and had so many questions, so much she wanted to ask Charlie. But Professor Sung insisted. ‘You two can catch up again later,’ and with that he whisked her out the door.

      

      Samantha sat next to Mary in a small room off the ward. Professor Sung sat opposite. ‘Would you like me to explain things, Mary?’

      ‘Would you?’ said Mary. ‘I don’t have the words.’

      Professor Sung gave her a brief smile and turned to Sam. ‘As I said, Samantha, Charlie’s best hope of recovery is a stem-cell transplant from a close relative. We’ve already tested your mother. Not a good match, I’m afraid.’

      For a moment, Sam thought he meant Faith, and wondered why she would have consented to such a thing. Faith wasn’t renowned for her charitable nature. ‘If you wouldn’t mind, could you stop calling Mary Kelly my mother? It’s disconcerting. My mother is Faith Carmichael.’

      Professor Sung held up his right hand, like he was going to swear on the Bible. ‘You have my word.’

      ‘And if Mary isn’t a match, what about me? I could be one, couldn’t I?’

      Professor Sung gave her a pleased smile. ‘You could be, Samantha. You could be a very good match indeed. Would you be willing to undergo some medical checks?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Sam. She wasn’t about to forgo her lost sister just when she’d found her. ‘Ready when you are.’

      Mary put a hand over her mouth. Her eyes grew large, creasing her forehead like corrugated cardboard. ‘You’re an angel.’ She moved to embrace her.

      Sam dodged away from the woman’s outstretched arms. ‘I may not be suitable.’

      ‘We’re about to find that out,’ said the doctor.

      

      Sam spent the rest of the afternoon undergoing a battery of tests, and replaying the scene in Charlie’s hospital room, over and over. She hadn’t even said hello, or goodbye. She hadn’t asked Charlie how she was. She hadn’t hugged her or said what a miracle it was to meet her. She’d made a complete hash of it. The desire to see her sister again grew hot and insistent. When the final test was complete, Sam hurried back to the oncology ward, terrified that Charlie might die before she could talk to her properly. Colleen waylaid her with a gown and mask before she rushed into the room.

      Charlie was sitting up, and the Dalek was gone. She wore a different headscarf – emerald-green this time. It perfectly matched her stuffed toy frog.

      ‘Hello, Charlie.’ Sam walked over to the bed, and pulled up a chair. It was good to see her sister alone, and without the tubes tying her to the silver machine. ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘Not too bad,’ said Charlie, with that sunny smile again. How could she look so happy? ‘I’m freezing and there’s an awful tingling feeling in my mouth, but it’s not too bad. How are you, Samantha?’

      It was an oddly formal question. ‘People call me Sam.’

      ‘Right. Sam. How does it feel, to know you’ve got a sister?’ Charlie looked suddenly unsure. ‘Are you okay with that?’

      What a question. ‘I’m thrilled,’ said Sam. ‘I always wanted a sister.’ Charlie’s expression remained unchanged. ‘I’m not just saying that. I wanted a sister so badly, it was like . . . like I knew I should have had one.’ Yes, that’s how it was. Faith had said how lucky Sam was that she didn’t have to share anything, when all she really wanted to do was to share everything. And she’d never really talked to Dad about it. How could she? Even before he moved to Dubai for his diplomatic posting, he was never home, and when he was, he was busy. So her desire for a sister had become a private wish, unexpressed though fervent. Something to dream about.

      ‘We always thought you knew,’ said Charlie. ‘That was the deal when the Carmichaels took you. Mum said they were supposed to tell you.’ Charlie swallowed hard and looked lost. ‘They were supposed to tell you about us.’

      Up until then, it hadn’t occurred to Sam that her father was also complicit in the deception. Everyone she trusted had betrayed her. ‘Well, they didn’t.’ Sam looked away trying not to cry. ‘Can you tell me about your life?’ she said, to change the subject. ‘If you feel up to it?’

      ‘I was about to ask you the same question.’

      ‘I asked first,’ said Sam. ‘Who’s the horse in the photo, for starters?’

      ‘That’s Tambo,’ said Charlie. ‘I broke him in myself, when they ran in the brumbies. He’s one of the best campdraft horses in the district.’

      ‘He’s a brumby?’ Sam looked at the photo again. ‘He’s beautiful.’

      ‘There are lots of beautiful brumbies,’ said Charlie. ‘People don’t realise how good they are.’

      ‘I have a horse too,’ said Sam. ‘Pharaoh. A five-year-old Warmblood gelding. We do dressage together.’

      ‘Dressage?’ said Charlie. ‘Now that’s some fancy riding. People say twins have a connection. Maybe with us it’s horses.’

      Maybe. It was unlikely, though, that horses had played as central a role in Charlie’s life – or in anybody else’s life for that matter – as they had in hers. Horses had rescued Sam from a lonely childhood, a smothering mother, an absent father; they had been her sanctuary and her ticket to freedom. Anything worth knowing, she’d learned from the back of a horse.

      Colleen came into the room. ‘Time for your shower, Charlie,’ she said. ‘And it’s time for you to go, Samantha. I expect we’ll see you tomorrow then?’

      Tomorrow? Sam nodded. Tomorrow and every day after that. Nothing mattered more than Charlie. Charlie reached for her hand and squeezed it. ‘Will you really come tomorrow?’ she asked.

      Sam leaned down and kissed her sister’s drawn cheek. ‘Just try to stop me.’ It was a wrench to leave the room. Sam hurried to the lift, faint with emotion. Mary was a little way down the corridor, waving madly. Sam didn’t acknowledge her. Instead she slipped down the stairs, taking them two steps at a time, before escaping from the hospital into the rain-drenched afternoon.
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      How to make her mother understand? ‘Even if I’m a perfect match,’ said Sam, ‘and even if Charlie recovers quickly, she’s still going to be in hospital for weeks, maybe months. I can’t go anywhere for a while.’ Didn’t Faith realise how important it was for Sam to spend time with Charlie?

      ‘But I’ve already bought the tickets,’ said Faith, ‘and arranged the itinerary. Dad’s going to meet us there.’ Sam shook her head. ‘But you love France, darling, and your grandmother is expecting you.’ Faith gave her a particularly intense look. ‘She’s eighty this year . . . it may be the last time.’

      ‘Don’t give me that,’ said Sam. ‘Mamie will outlive us all. And yes, I do love France, but I can’t go now.’

      ‘You’re punishing me for protecting you,’ said Faith. Sam struggled against a rising tide of resentment. ‘I always had your best interests at heart.’

      ‘Maybe you thought you were protecting me, but you weren’t. You were lying to me, that’s all. You and Dad.’ Sam had spoken to her father on the phone earlier in the evening. What she’d hoped for was a proper apology, and some attempt to explain why he’d made a lie of her life. What she got instead was a flat denial of her right even to know. She would have preferred excuses.

      ‘Things would be better all around if it hadn’t got out,’ he’d said, as if that was that. ‘And this whole debacle proves my point.’

      Easier for who? This is about me, not you, Dad, she’d tried to say. If he’d had his way, she’d probably still be in the dark, dying sister or not. She had to give Faith some credit. At least she’d found courage enough to do the right thing in the end.

      ‘I knew this would happen,’ said Faith. ‘I knew I’d lose you someday.’

      ‘You’re not losing me, Mum. I love you, and I’m your daughter, no matter what. I just can’t go to Europe right now, that’s all. There’s nothing to stop you from going.’

      ‘Maybe I will,’ said Faith in an injured voice. ‘Don’t you go falling for this Mary woman. Remember I’m the one who’s loved you all these years.’ There was an undercurrent of real anxiety in her mother’s voice.

      Sam blinked back the start of tears. ‘I won’t fall for Mary. I don’t know if I even like her. But I have to be around to help Charlie recover – and I want to get to know her. It’s about time, don’t you think?’

      Faith eyed Sam suspiciously. It had been an emotional morning for them both. Sam had demanded answers, and for once Faith was well and truly on the back foot. Endometriosis, she’d said. Nobody could imagine how she’d suffered. And a diagnosis of premature ovarian failure at thirty-two. ‘You were the answer to all my prayers, Samantha. Daddy’s too,’ She poured herself a glass of shiraz and wrinkled up her face, like the wine wasn’t good enough, but then nothing was ever good enough for Faith. ‘I loved you from the very first moment,’ Faith said simply. ‘I had no idea, actually, that I could love somebody like that.’ She took a sip. ‘And now you stab me in the heart.’

      Sam sighed, frustration and sadness clouding her mind. It was too much to expect, apparently, for her parents to see that this wasn’t about them. ‘Mum, you know that’s not fair. I’m going to bed,’ said Sam, ‘and I’m going to the hospital first thing in the morning. And I’m not going to France.’ She tried to make the stairs before her mother could play the victim again.

      ‘Fine,’ called Faith, raising her voice and following Sam from the room. ‘Do as you please.’
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      They were a match. Genetically identical. Sam sat quite still as Professor Sung told her the marvellous news.

      He handed her an information leaflet. ‘HLA stands for human leukocyte antigen,’ he said. ‘It’s a marker the immune system uses to recognise which cells belong to your body, and which ones don’t. A good HLA match between donor and recipient is vital to the success of a stem-cell transplant.’ Sam waited expectantly, encouraged by the broad smile spreading across his face. ‘A transplant between identical twins, such as yourself and Charlie, guarantees complete HLA compatibility.’

      Sam was hesitant. ‘So this means?’

      ‘There’s an excellent chance of a complete cure. Really excellent.’

      ‘Does Charlie know?’

      ‘I told Charlie and Mary this morning.’ The mere mention of Charlie’s name provoked in Sam an unsettling craving. The pull of her sister was strong, and Sam rose to leave. He gestured for her to sit back down. ‘I want to be sure you understand the process. For the next few days, starting from today, you’ll receive injections to stimulate stem-cell production; to encourage their movement from your bone marrow out into your bloodstream. Meanwhile Charlie will receive high doses of chemotherapy, to destroy her diseased cells and make way for your new ones. If all goes well, we’ll harvest your stem cells one day next week in the morning, and transfer them to Charlie that same afternoon. Do you have any questions?’

      Only a million, but Sam shook her head. The details didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was Charlie getting well. The universe had narrowed its focus to that one pinpoint of light, that one wish. Professor Sung gave Sam an appointment card. ‘You’re booked in at the Apheresis Unit at eleven-thirty for your first G-CSF injection today. Will your mother be coming along?’

      ‘I asked you not to call Mary that,’ said Sam.

      ‘I don’t mean Mary. I mean your adoptive mother.’

      For a moment the term made no sense. ‘I don’t need Faith’s permission,’ said Sam. ‘I’m over eighteen.’

      Professor Sung frowned. ‘Only just, Samantha.’ Of course. He knew how old Charlie was, so he knew how old she was too. How strange. ‘The injections have some side effects, and I want somebody with you, to make sure you get home in one piece.’

      ‘I’ll be fine …’ she began.

      ‘No, no,’ he said, holding up his hand. ‘I’m the doctor, and I say you need a support person. Either I ring your mother, or Mary can look after you. Take your pick.’

      Mary. She was a complete stranger. What use could she be? But things between Faith and Sam had gone from bad to worse lately. ‘Fine,’ she said, with a little eye roll that masked her apprehension. ‘Mary then. Can I see Charlie now?’

      Professor Sung nodded. ‘Just remember, the chemotherapy will take it out of her. Don’t stay too long.’

      

      Colleen ushered Sam into the room, then closed the door. Charlie was connected once again to the ubiquitous battery of machines. A murky-looking fluid flowed through the central line, like a poison aimed straight at her heart. Charlie lay very still, eyes closed, listening to an iPod with headphones, flicking at it with her fingers. Sam watched her sister unawares – curious and guilty all at once. Charlie looked older, smaller, shrunken. Sam could blow her away with one breath; she needed weighing down. A black head-scarf patterned with scarlet salamanders and snakes coiled about her head.

      Sam moved to the foot of the bed, into her sister’s field of vision, and touched her leg. ‘Hello, Charlie.’ Charlie took out the earphones and grinned. The transforming effect of her smile was remarkable, like she’d switched on her life force. It shone brightly from her hollow eyes, and Sam answered Charlie’s smile with one of her own. ‘We’re a goer,’ she said, giving her sister the thumbs up.

      Charlie nodded, face flushed palest pink with pleasure, and shifted position in the bed. It cost her a noticeable effort.

      Sam experienced a stab of sadness, mingled with frustration. It was so unfair. She wanted to take off her mask, go for a walk with her sister, run with her, ride with her. They deserved at least that. Her parents had stolen their past, their right to a shared childhood, and now this cancer threatened to steal their hope for a common future. Aggravation must have shown on her face.

      Charlie’s smile fell flat, and she looked away. ‘It’s okay if you don’t want to do the transplant. You can change your mind.’ Her sister’s voice was alarmingly weak, but Sam recognised the spiny prickle in the tone. It was too often in her own.

      Sam pulled up a chair close to Charlie. ‘Just try to stop me.’

      Her sister’s smile returned and she reached out her hand, bony and pale. An angry rash, like rope burn, extended from wrist to forearm. It disappeared beneath the sleeve of her unflattering flannel nightgown. Her sister deserved better. How far up did the ugly rash go? Did it cover Charlie’s thin chest, her breasts? Did it hurt? Sam tried to think of something to say, a message of tenderness, but before she could find the words, Charlie gave her hand the faintest squeeze. The back of Sam’s neck tingled.

      ‘Thank the Goddess you’re a match.’ It was Mary’s voice. She rushed to embrace Sam, clearly reaching for some sort of connection with her long-lost daughter. She wouldn’t find one. Sam felt nothing for this woman; this woman who’d given her life, then given her away.

      Mary turned her attention to Charlie and moved over to the bed without a word. She caressed Charlie’s cheek, unwound the serpent headscarf, and pulled out a new one from a plastic bag in the bedside drawer. Sam flinched at the sight of Charlie’s naked scalp. With ritual concentration and loving precision, Mary twisted the fresh scarf to shield her daughter’s skull. It had a paisley tadpole design, rich teal in colour – almost aquamarine – with long ties and elastic at the nape. It was gorgeous, and a perfect fit.

      An unexpected jolt of jealousy left Sam breathless. Was she jealous of Mary for her unspoken bond with Charlie, a bond born of years spent together? A painful stab of insight suggested it might be the other way around. That she might be jealous of Charlie for having had her real mother for her whole life. No, that was absurd. Faith was Sam’s real mother. Despite all her flaws, she loved Sam, and Sam loved her. Sam mumbled goodbye and hurried from the room. Charlie’s swift, disappointed glance stayed with her for a long, long time.
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      Drew cantered towards the mob of horses and raised his rifle. A shot punched the frosty air, then another. The herd turned tail and galloped for the ridge line. He glimpsed a flash of hides through the branches: buckskin, grey and the usual bays and browns, perfectly camouflaged, blending with the trees.  He’d been right. There was a mob of brumbies roaming Maroong Mountain.

      Drew urged Clancy across the creek. Man and horse trotted alongside the rusted barbed wire that marked the boundary between Kilmarnock Station and Balleroo National Park. He spotted the big blue gum on its side, toppled in last week’s storm. It had lain low ten metres of fence line, and hoof marks churned up the ground on both sides of the breach. Too late to do much tonight. Best come back on a bike in the morning.

      Drew toyed with the idea of telling his father about the mob, but it would just stir up trouble. He and Bill were at odds about the brumbies. To his father they were nothing but pests, eating good grass that should be saved for fattening cattle. Things would be different if Gramps was still alive. He called wild horses the spirits of the high country, admiring their beauty and independence. He’d scoffed at Bill for his hostility, saying he had no heart, no feeling for the land. Drew had always marvelled at his grandfather’s courage. Nobody else ever dared stand up to his father.

      Drew peered through the darkening bush, but the horses were long gone, back up the mountain. Feed was scarce on the higher slopes this summer. They’d be back. But there’d be no more brumby running for Drew, no matter what Bill said. He’d joined his dad on a run last summer. Never again. For years he’d longed to go along, but had stayed away out of deference to his mother’s wishes. It was only after she left that he’d joined Bill and the boys on a weekend trip up the mountain.

      Mum had always called it cruel, and she was right. Drew hadn’t understood, had thought her too sentimental. It wasn’t as if they were shooting horses from helicopters, like they did in some parts. His father and the other brumby runners were financial members of the Alpine Feral Horse Management Association. They had permits to remove brumbies from the park. It was all above board, just a sport – a true test of horsemanship, and from all accounts, exciting as hell to boot.

      Drew didn’t like to think back on the experience. The first unsettling thing had been the dogs. Two of Dad’s loudmouthed kelpies came along, as he’d expected. But the other blokes, four contract brumby runners he’d never met before, had brought monsters. Bull Arab hunting dogs, weighing in at fifty kilos each, with heavy heads and muscled bodies; trained to hold wild boars for the bullet. Permits called for the dogs to be muzzled, but who was to see, that high up on the range?

      The six of them had headed out from Kilmarnock Station, setting an easy pace up to base camp. They climbed spurs, framed by stringy barks and peppermint gums, stairways to alpine flats where cattle and horses had grazed for generations. The herds of red and white Herefords were gone now – driven off the mountain by reluctant cattlemen when concerns were raised about damage to the high country from hard-hoofed animals. A few mobs of scrubbers evaded the musterers and lived on in this remote place. And so, of course, did the brumbies.

      They’d risen at dawn to a cold fire and skins of ice on the water in the billies. Drew watched the men fit heavy-duty motorbike knee-pads beneath their jeans. His dad had thrown him some gear, and he’d copied the others. Leather chaps strapped from crotch to ankle and synthetic rubber gloves completed the outfits. He could barely clamber onto Clancy, stiff-legged and weighed down by his modern brumby-runner’s armour. Perversely, they wore no protection at all on their heads – just their customary Akubras. With ropes slung over shoulders and spurs gleaming, the riders were ready.

      The dogs ranged ahead of the horses. ‘Your horse is everything in this game,’ his father told him. ‘It needs to stay level-headed, and be able to look after itself as well as its rider. It needs disc brakes, power steering, and it needs to jump like a kangaroo.’ The other men rode rangy thoroughbred types with hogged manes – fit and lean and just a bit mad. Their saddles were specially designed with outsized kneepads, grooved at the base. To hold a plunging wild horse, the rider looped the rope around this groove to stop it from slipping.

      Drew played with his catching rope while they searched for the brumbies. The aim was to unsling it from shoulder to hand in about two seconds. It needed to be strong enough to snub a wild stallion to a tree, stiff enough to hold the noose in shape, and fine as a lady’s finger. Bill had indicated a white and brindle dog, nose to ground, leading the pack. ‘That’s Bess,’ he’d said. ‘She’s our finder.’ Even the other dogs seemed to be watching her. If she took off, so would the riders.

      Without warning, Bess flushed a mob of brumbies, and the riders went after them at full tilt, tearing over logs and through trees. Hoofs flung out stones as the horses scattered into the tangled forest. The dogs soon caught up with a small, fat mare – lame and obviously pregnant. She stumbled. A black dog latched onto her head and brought her down. A man leapt from the saddle and snatched a homemade headstall from the bundle on his pommel. The plaited hay band was cheap and hard to break. But it was also thin, like wire, and cut into the mare’s skin when she fought it.

      The man kicked the dog and made it let go. The mare struggled to her feet. Her left ear was bleeding, almost torn in two. She turned to flee, but was pulled up short, snubbed to the ghost-white trunk of a twisted candlebark by the halter. Fear and pain transformed her into a writhing, rearing, raving thing. The man mounted and waved for Drew to ride on, leaving the horrified mare to fight her invisible demons alone.

      Clancy trembled beneath him. Drew hadn’t signed up for this. He bit his lip, soothed his horse with uncertain words, and cantered after the others. Similar scenes repeated themselves all that dreadful day, up and down the mountain. The contract runners were suicidal in their determined pursuit of their sport, chasing at breakneck speed through bogs, over rocks and between trees. Never had the old saying a rider’s grave is ever open made more sense, but adrenalin had got the better of them all. Drew smashed his knees against trees, and didn’t even feel it. Only later at home, looking at his purple, swollen legs, had he appreciated the true value of those kneepads.

      Drew had finally roped a swift bay colt, elated at first by the capture. The hard nylon catching rope locked onto a large leather eye to prevent the horse from choking, but still the colt laboured to breathe, and struck out with wild, panicked forefeet. It reared over backwards and lay still. One of the other men jumped down, haltered the prone yearling and secured him to a tree. ‘He’ll be on his feet by the time we get back,’ he told Drew. Drew wasn’t so sure.

      By dusk, six brumbies stood tied to trees. Bill shot dead a young foal, injured by the dogs as it tried to return to its captured mother. His father also shot dead the mob stallion. The big black had turned on Bess and snapped her front leg in a rage as it tried to protect a roped mare. Drew leapt from the saddle and knelt to comfort the whimpering dog. For all he knew, they’d shoot her too. Normal bush rules about fair treatment of animals had for some reason been suspended on this gloomy mountainside.

      ‘I’ll take Bess back,’ Drew had offered. ‘If you don’t need me,’ he’d added, trying not to sound too keen. There’d been a brief discussion between the men. Finally his father had nodded assent, and helped haul the bitch astride Clancy’s saddle. She’d whined and wagged her whip of a tail in thanks. Drew had stroked her head, grateful to the dog for giving him an excuse to escape. On the way down the mountain he passed the bay colt he’d caught. It was standing now, sweating and shivering, forefeet splayed and hanging back on the taut tie rope. Not a bad
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